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Prepared for:  Arizona

Prepared by:  Emily Hutchinson, MSSW 

Please indicate which responses were employed in this T/TA:

__X__    Technical Assistance

____    Training 
__​X__    Phone Consultation

____     Referral to another NRC

____     Referral to Other Organization
_X_     Review of Policy and Materials

__X__     Publications Provided
__X__     Secondary Research
__X__     Other/Group Facilitation 

Situation and Technical Assistance Request:
One of Arizona’s Program Improvement Plan (PIP) strategies is to align Arizona’s Child Abuse Hotline report acceptance and prioritization procedures with the Division’s recently revised Child Safety Assessment (CSA) and Family Strengths and Risks Assessment (SRA) tools and procedures.  The goal for using technical assistance is to improve the accuracy and consistency of decisions made at the Child Abuse Hotline in response to communications about child safety and well-being.  Enhanced accuracy and consistency at the Child Abuse Hotline will assist Child Protective Services (CPS) field staff in improving timely response to reports of abuse and neglected children.
These strategies are expected to improve timeliness of CPS report responses by more accurately prioritizing reports based on information obtained through the guidance of the CSA and SRA.  Obtaining sufficient information during the Child Abuse Hotline reporting process will assist in ensuring that children who are not safe and need immediate assistance from the department will be accurately identified and responded to in a timely and appropriate manner.  These strategies are expected to increase the sufficiency of information gathered by the Child Abuse Hotline to better inform the CPS field staff’s completion of the CSA and SRA.  Maximizing relevant information gathered by the Child Abuse Hotline about safety threats, risk factors and family strengths and protective factors will assist in ensuring that CPS response times are prioritized in a manner consistent with Arizona’s safety model.
Technical Assistance Provided:  Prior to the site visit a review of all Hotline Policies and Procedures and applicable statues was conducted. A draft approach/work plan to conducting an evaluation of current hotline practice, resulting in a new approach to decision making and response times was developed as follows:

1. Conduct Initial site visit to develop logic model, complete required TA assessment and plan for TA activities. 

2. Review Reporting and related Arizona statues as baseline for review and guiding decision making about the TA. 

3. Review all Hotline Policy and Procedure.

4. Review Hotline data on calls received, accepted by type and response time.

5. Review response time compliance.

6. Develop focus group approach and questions to be addressed.


6.1 Conduct focus groups with staff and community representatives. 
7. Observe Hotline staff in real time. 

8. Analyze data/information from focus groups, Hotline observation, policy and statute review, etc.

9. Generate a report on initial activities with findings and recommendations for consideration.

10. Facilitate workgroup to review the report and develop work plan.

11. Facilitate workgroup toward outcome of developing a consensus for recommendations to improve Hotline procedures, tools, or practices that would improve safety and risk assessments and decisions regarding and clarifying report identification and prioritization criteria.

12. Complete final TA report based on workgroup recommendations. 

During the site visit, which occurred February 4-6 2009, focus groups were held, observations of Hotline staff occurred and a work group meeting was held. 

Focus Group Findings

Focus groups were held with direct Hotline staff, field staff who receive and respond to reports as well as with leadership of the Hotline and district Offices including supervisors and managers.  Staff from across the state were invited to participate.  The focused questions for each group are attached.

Hotline staff and supervisors

Hotline staff were well informed about policy and practice expectations and familiar with documents that guide their work. Overall they thought that there was some variation from hotline worker to hotline worker in regard to decision making about case acceptance and response times but did not see this as a consistent issue.  They did acknowledge that some “supervisor shopping” occurs, that is, selecting a supervisor that is most likely to support their decision, or seeking an alternate supervisory opinion if the initial response is not the one they sought.  Staff report spending an average of 11 minutes in actual call time, and report that their decisions are reversed an average of less than once a week.  They do report some frustration with being held as totally responsible for their decisions even when they have sought out consultation from a supervisor. In regard to calls accepted as reports that do not meet statute or rule some hotline staff question the following types of cases or would like more guidance about them:

· “dirty house”

· Lifestyle issues

· Lice

· Not going to school

· Dog bites as lack of supervision

· Child witness to domestic violence

· Animal feces in the home

Generally staff thought the priority response system makes sense with the exception of expectations regarding substance exposed newborns who are in the hospital and being protected in that location.

Staff were articulate about expectations regarding the type of information they are supposed to collect in order to make a decision about accepting a report. They do not seek out collateral information if available per policy. Major barriers identified varied among the participants, with some saying that the expectation of 1.2 calls per hour is too high and some staff reporting that the addition of Police Record and other checks have increased the workload but no adjustment has been made in expectations for time spent on a call.

Staff report that it would be helpful if some mandated reporters, especially teachers, received more training in a formal way about what constitutes a report and some would like more flexibility in expectations re: allotted time per call.  Other staff suggested quarterly all team meetings and increased feedback on performance, both positive and negative, from supervisors.

Hotline Supervisors and Managers

This group was impressive both in terms of their knowledge of policy and practice expectations and their ability to identify issues that need attention in terms of areas for improvement.  They were also aware of many issues presented by the Hotline staff.

Generally, they identified then following issues:

· Supervisor shopping

· Wide variation in amount of research ( reviewing previous reports, checks, etc) among staff

· Need to listen directly to more calls

· Some staff require or request supervision on all calls they take

· Need to better organize the narrative part of reports

· Need to have a more structured approach to guide decision making

· Implement more group clinical supervision

· Need to address HVAC issues in the building

· Improve call destination system/computer reliability

· Improve decision making and access to appropriate resources on cases with mental health issues

· Clarity re: “dirty house” cases

· Some revisions to Priority Response system needed (e.g. death of child when no other children in the home as a P-1)

District staff and supervisors

As might be predicted there was some disparity between opinions and perceptions between Hotline and District staff and supervisors.  There was also considerable variation in the districts in the degree of knowledge these staff possess about Hotline policy and practice expectations. Generally, the district participants report the following:

· Information is at time sufficient and at other times is insufficient, especially when ages of children are incorrect, research is not complete or inaccurate, or there is no way to locate the family

· In some districts they think that they receive cases with an inappropriate response time at least 1-2 times per week

· SEN response times need to be revisited.  Not every SEN requires a 2 hour response.

· Improve quality of research done at the Hotline

· Too many reports are screened in that should not be including custody allegations, old issues that have been investigated multiple times

· Delinquency with no issue of abuse/neglect

· Cases where parents are driving through Arizona and get arrested for traffic violations for example, no abuse or neglect allegation, and worker arrives and relatives have already come for the child.

· Some requests for short term placement that do not require an investigation

· Clarity is needed on how to assign “household”  at the Hotline

· Second source information is not available to the field

· Need to improve accuracy of contact information and location of children and family including schools, daycare, etc.

· Handle detention cases where parent has not picked child up as action requests and require more responsiveness from juvenile justice in these instances

· Change response requirements regarding children who are visiting parents under a custody arrangement whose primary residence is another state or jurisdiction (e.g. Mexico) and the abuse or neglect is alleged to have occurred in the other jurisdiction

· Reevaluate response and response time with reports of children of similar age engaging in sexual behavior

· Revamp the QA process for the Hotline to make it more timely and responsive

· Reevaluate responses need to historical physical and sexual abuse

· More screening of court ordered or mailed in reports

Hotline Observation

Three staff were observed taking calls and each did a professional job and sought information as directed by policy and procedure. Two of the three staff sought consultation from a supervisor and this process was also observed. 
The amount of research on one call was thorough and accurate, and research was done by the other 2 staff but not at the same level. It was noted that Hotline staff can develop their own guide to information collection and call taking as long as required information is gathered. The focus on understanding the impact of parent/caregiver behavior on the child was consistent from worker to worker.  Some questions, such as those related to domestic violence, substance abuse and mental health seemed rote and perfunctory at times.  The observer agreed with the decision in all calls taken.

Statute/Policy and Procedure Review

In response to this TA request, a review of statutory mandates, and policy and procedure that guides work at the Hotline was conducted with a focus on the consistency between current Hotline expectations and practice and the Child Safety and Strengths and Needs approach adopted for initial assessment and ongoing services.  In brief the following impressions were found.

· In general, the guidance provided by policy and procedure is well understood by staff and leadership at the Hotline, but is not that clear to field staff.

· It appears that some calls that are accepted as reports do not rise to the level of a report of child abuse or neglect according to Arizona Statutes.   This especially relates to some of the reports classified as Priority 4s, but also to some requests that could more likely be viewed as “requests for service”. (e.g. risk of maltreatment, delinquency cases with no abuse or neglect).

·  The policy directing acceptance of reports at the Hotline on Potential Abuse and Neglect is confusing and allows for considerable variance in decision making from worker to worker. There does not appear to be a statutory mandate to accept such reports. ( Legal consult needed)

· The lack of one structured document or approach to taking a call allows for too much variance in information collection which can affect decision making processes.

· Information collection is incident based which is appropriate at the decision point of the Hotline.  However, the cue questions are almost exclusively incident based and do not provide the guidance needed to gather information that will best inform case acceptance decision making and response time.

· The Priority Response System is too detailed and cumbersome, with the need to factor in tracking characteristics, aggravating and mitigating circumstances and high, moderate and low risk. This complexity and level of detail is not needed and may in fact contribute to lack of clarity about what constitutes an appropriate response time.

· While recent additions to Hotline practice factor in child safety concerns, the guidelines are not consistent with the child safety approach used in the field and in fact do not seem to be truly integrated into practice or decision making.

· The Priority Response System does not always appropriately direct action within the necessary time frames to ensure child safety. Some issues that would likely be determined to be present danger allow a response time of up to 72 hours, depending upon the risk or mitigating factors.

An initial evaluation of the Hotline was written and provided to Arizona in March 2009  to guide the work over the next few months.  Recommendations for consideration are as follows:
Recommendations for Consideration by the Work Group

1.  Consider revising the current approach to decision making at the Hotline in order to streamline it and improve consistency with the Child Safety approach.  This would include structuring information collection differently to ensure that information needed to respond to child safety concerns is gathered.

2.  Eliminate risk as a factor to be considered at The Hotline.  The essential functions of the Hotline are: 1) to determine if information rises to the level of a report according to statute or rule and 2) to determine the appropriate response time required to best ensure child safety.  The introduction of risk or indeed strengths at this point in the CPS system is not required unless statutorily mandated and in fact requires much more information than can be reasonably expected for a Hotline Specialist to gather, given the limitations and restrictions of the nature of the work.

3.  Revise the Priority Response System to include the concepts of present and impending danger as the driving force for prioritizing response with only limited mitigating factors as required.  Consideration could be given to using the 17 Arizona Safety Threats as a guide as well, but may not be that informative at the point of the hotline.

4.  Review all policy questions posed by the Hotline leadership in the list dated 6/30/08 to determine responses and to ascertain which of these situations actually rise to the level of a report.

5.  Use the statutory definitions of child abuse and neglect as the key driver for case acceptance decisions, and consider developing explicit definitions for types of abuse or neglect.  This will clarify decision making about issues like “dirty houses”, etc and reduce the need for reliance on ad hoc documents designed to further inform decision making.

6.  Obtain a legal opinion on Statutory/Rule requirements related to risk.

7.  Improve the compliance with research at the Hotline.

8.  Address issues related to second source calls to ensure the field has access to this information.

9.  Address issues with work environment and computer problems for the Hotline.

10.  Review types of “action requests” and revise as needed.

11.  Overall, work to reduce the complexity of the Hotline Process.

Next Steps

The next work group meeting is scheduled for April 15th and 16th, 2009.  At that time a detailed work plan will be developed with the group for design, implementation, training and evaluation activities related to improving the Hotline processes and ensuring greater consistency with the approach to Child Safety.
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